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Metadiscourse is a universal discourse phenomenon which refers to aspects of a 
text which explicitly organize the discourse, engage the audience and signal the 
writer's attitude. Recent years have witnessed a growing interest in the study of 
metadiscourse, and many researchers have proved its occurrence and importance in 
different genres. 
However, from the situation of its study home and abroad, it can be found that the 
majority of researches are confined to a limited genres, such as academic discourse, 
and scientific discourse. Few researches have been conducted to investigate the 
distribution of metadiscourse in other genres. In terms of the perspective of study, 
most scholars approach the topic from politeness theory, speech act theory, rhetoric 
theory, and systemic functional grammar. Few linguists focus on the study of 
metadiscourse from other perspectives. 
In view of the inadequacy of previous study, the dissertation tends to adopt 
Verschueren's adaptation theory to explore the use of metadiscourse in business 
correspondence, aiming at address the following issues: 
(1) Do metadiscourse devices abound in English business correspondence? Are 
there any patterns or features of the occurrence of metadiscourse devices? 
(2) How can the occurrence of metadiscourse be interpreted under the framework 
of adaptation theory? How does the letter writer choose appropriate metadiscourse to 
convey his/her intended pragmatic information and fulfill the needs of 
communication? 
(3) What pedagogical implications can be drawn from the present study? 
Statistics show that metadiscourse devices are pervasive in English business 
correspondence, in which interactional metadiscourse is more frequently used than 
interactive metadiscourse. This is decided by the generic features of business 
correspondence and the communicative intentions of the letter writer. Qualitative 
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choose the appropriate metadiscourse device, with the aim to convey intended 
pragmatic information and fulfill the needs of communication. In other words, the 
choice and use of metadiscourse devices on the part of the letter writer are constrained 
and influenced by relative contextual factors which mainly include the letter writer's 
psychological motivation, the reader's mental needs, social conventions and social 
relationship. The choice of metadiscourse after adaptations is able to enhance the 
reader's understanding and receipt of business information as well as boast interaction 
between the two sides of the letter. 
The significance of the present study is to have a more explicit understanding of 
the occurrence and functions of metadiscourse in English business correspondence 
from the perspective of adaptation theory. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
Metadiscourse, a relatively new concept in linguistics, has gained increasing 
interest in discourse studies in recent years. Based on a view of writing as a social and 
communicative engagement between writers and readers, metadiscourse focuses our 
attention on the ways writers project themselves into their work to signal their 
communicative intentions (Hyland, 2005:13). Essentially, the term 'metadiscourse' 
embodies two meanings. On the one hand, metadiscourse is usually used to refer to 
any kind of critical interpretation or theoretical exposition on a given discourse or 
theory. This general meaning is similar to the meaning evident in other such terms as 
'metacognition' and 'metahistory' frequently adopted in the fields of cognitive science 
and history. On the other hand, it refers to various kinds of language devices that a 
writer adopts in his/her text to guide or direct the reader to how to understand the 
writer, the text or the writer's stance and intention towards it. Metadiscourse is used 
when speakers talk to listeners or writers talk to readers about the communication 
situation or the discourse (Crismore, 1989: 92). That is to say, during the process of 
communication, in order to make one's meaning or intention well-understood, the 
addresser will use appropriate language not only to convey propositional information, 
but also to effectively organize the discourse and express his or her intentions and 
evaluations to the addressee. Hence the saying 'talks about talk'.  
1.1 Research background 
Previous researches point out that metadiscourse has long and widely been 
existing in people's language. Crismore (1989) has shown how metadiscourse has 
been present in writing from antiquity through the Middle Ages to the present, and has 
detailed its occurrence in discourse as distinct as history, drama, handbooks, religion, 
poetry, science and biography. Despite its abundance in different genres, the 
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didn't realize the existence and importance of metadiscourse until modern times. 
Actually, only since the coinage of the term 'metadiscourse' by Zellig Harris in 1959 
to introduce a new approach to understand the use of language did the term begin to 
receive attention from scholars and linguists in various fields. It is therefore named 
divergently as metacommunication (Rossiter, 1974), gambits (Keller, 1979), signpost 
(Niklas, 1987), metatalk (Schiffrin, 1980), figures of thought (Conley, 1983), 
illocutionary force indicators (Beauvais, 1989), non-topical material (Lautamatti, 
1978) and illocutionary indicators (Chen, 1999). In recent decades, the concept has 
attracted more and more attention from various areas and has become a focus of 
studies. Hyland (1989) says metadiscourse is "an increasingly important concept in 
research in composition, reading, rhetoric and text structure".  
Although metadiscourse is a relatively new theory, it has been applied to a range 
of texts and genres, including reading (Meyer, 1980; Vande Kopple, 1985; Crismore 
& Vande Kopple, 1988), casual talking (Schiffrin, 1980; Hyland, 1996), writing 
(Rabin, 1986; Hyland, 1996), school texts (Crismore, 1989), science discourse 
(Crismore & Farnsworth, 1990; Hyland, 1996; Rahman, 2004), academic articles 
(Luukka, 1992; Hyland, 1998; Dahl, 2004)), advertising slogans and headlines 
(Furetes-Olivera, 2001) and students' writing (Crismore, 1993; Intraprawat & 
Steffensen, 1995; Cheng & Steffensen, 1996; Xu, 2001). The above scholars or 
linguists are only a few who research in this field. Although they deal with 
metadiscourse from various angles, they all proved the occurrence and significance of 
metadiscourse in different genres of texts. It is generally acknowledged that 
metadiscourse is a critical means to facilitate communication, make a text coherent, 
support writer's position and establish a relationship with an audience in the process 
of transmission.  
1.2 Significance  
Despite the increasing number of studies on metadiscourse from various 
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scholars and linguists concentrate on the study of metadiscourse from the perspective 
of politeness theory, speech act theory, rhetoric theory and functional linguists. Little 
concern has been directed to exploring metadiscourse use in texts from the 
perspective of Verschueren's adaptation theory. The analysis of metadiscourse under 
the framework of adaptation theory is a relatively new approach to understand how 
texts construct and negotiate social relations. Metadiscourse aims at conceptualising 
interactions between text producers and their texts and between text producers and 
users. 
In addition, metadiscourse studies have largely focused on a limited number of 
genres such as academic papers, research articles, textbooks, dissertations, scientific 
discourse, as well as company annual reports ( Crismore & Farnsworth, 1990; Skelton, 
1988; Myers, 1989; Barton, 1993; Hyland, 1996), while limited research has been 
done within many other types of texts. One of the them which studies of 
metadiscourse are still lacking is business correspondence, and this is why the present 
study comes into being.  
Therefore, in view of the inadequacy of previous researches of metadiscourse, the 
dissertation seeks to conduct a research on metadiscourse use in English business 
correspondence. This study may, therefore, be seen as a contribution to fill a research 
gap in the use of metadiscourse to determine interactional and interpersonal features 
in English business letters. The dissertation will give some explanations and insights 
to characteristics and pattern of metadiscourse use from a new perspective―the 
adaptation theory. 
The significance of the current study also lies in the fact that the present study 
will shed light on the study of English business correspondence. English business 
correspondence plays an irreplaceable part in every aspect of the economic activities 
in the modern evolution of business. As an important type of business communication, 
it facilitates the handling of daily business communication and makes it possible to do 
business.  
As a kind of goal-oriented writing, it should be noted that business 
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transaction. Basically speaking, a business letter is written for three purposes: to 
inform (to convey large amount of information in order to complete the day-to-day 
operations of the business); to influence (to influence the reader's attitude and prompt 
to react favorably, like promoting a product); and to entertain (to show good will to 
the reader, give a good impression and maintain friendly relationship between the 
both parties of a business). The three purposes of business letter imply that business 
letters are not only written for transferring basic business information but also for 
appealing to the reader. It can be said that the last two purposes (to influence and to 
entertain) are even more important than the first one (to inform). They also reveal the 
textual and interpersonal features of business correspondence, which also indicate the 
existence of metadiscourse in business correspondence.  
Unfortunately, previous researches on business correspondence tend to focus on 
its propositional content (primary discourse) but neglect its interpersonal feature. As a 
major linguistic tool, metadiscourse functions to perform the textual function and 
interpersonal function in business correspondence. It can be said that a business letter 
may not be effective without the use of metadiscourse. Specifically, appropriate use of 
metadiscourse can help create an positive corporate, personal and product image to 
the potential reader, build and enhance harmonious business relationships, and thus 
facilitate business communication.  
This study tries to propose a more robust model to explore how the business letter 
writer chooses appropriate metadiscourse as an effective means of expressing 
pragmatic information and achieving his/her communicative goals. 
In a word, metadiscourse plays an important role in English business 
correspondence for its embodiment of interpersonal and textual meanings. The 
adaptation model of metadiscourse in English business correspondence is of great 
theoretical significance as well as potential applications. 
1.3 Objectives  
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